Bibhutibhusan datta (1888–1958), historian of Indian mathematics  by Gupta, R.C
Historia Mathematics 7 (1980), 126-133 
BIBHUTIBHUSAN DATTA (188849581, 
HISTORIAN OF INDIAN MATHEMATICS 
BY R. C. GUPTA 
BIRLA INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY, 
P.O. MESRA, RANCHI, INDIA 
SUMMARIES 
Born to a poor Bengali family, Bibhutibhusan Datta 
(1888-1958) was indifferent to wordly pleasures and 
gains. He never married. His doctoral thesis was on 
hydrodynamics, but he is best known for his work on the 
history of mathematics. He retired voluntarily from 
the University of Calcutta at the age of 45 and in 1938 
took sanyka (literally, renunciation) to become known 
as Swami Vidyaranya. He also wrote on Indian religion 
and philosophy. 
Bibhutibhusan Datta (1888-1958), Sohn einer armen 
Bengali-Familie, war an weltlichen Veryniiyunyen und 
Reichtiimern nicht interessiert und blieb unverheiratet. 
Er promovierte auf dem Gebiet der Hydrodynamik, doch 
erwarb er sich vor allen Dinyen durch sein Werk iiber 
die Geschichte der indischen Mathematik yrosse Verdienste 
Im Alter von 45 Jahren zoy er sich aus freier Entschei- 
dung von der UniversitZt Calcutta zuriick, nahm 1938 
sanyasa an und wurde unter dem Namen Swami Vidyaranya 
bekannt. Er schrieb such iiber indische Religion und 
Philosophie. 
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Dr. Bibhutibhusan Datta D. SC. 
(Swami Vidyaranya) 
1888-1958 
Bibhutibhusan Datta was born on Thursday, June 28, 1888, in 
Kanungoyapara village of Chittagong (now in Bangladesh) [l]. His 
father, Rasikacandra Datta (1854-19261, was a poor but honest and 
religious man who worked in the office of the sub-judge. His 
mother, Muktakee? Datta (1861-1958), was a kind person, rendering 
help to her neighbors during the famine of 1943. Bibhutibhusan 
was their third son (of 11) and, like his brothers, was handsome 
121. 
From the beginning Bibhutibhusan exhibited saint-like quali- 
ties. Even as an adolescent, he told his parents that he would 
never marry and would become a sanyZs? (one who renounces the 
world and worldly pleasures in order to realize Brahma, the 
Infinite Self). During his school days, he wore nothing more 
than kopina (loin-cloth). He studied religious books and was 
deeply influenced by the writings of Ramakrishna and Vivekananda. 
He had an analytical view of philosophy, even from his youth. 
In 1907, B. Datta passed the matriculation examination of 
Calcutta University and was awarded a scholarship. He received 
a Bachelor of Science degree at the Presidency College (under 
Calcutta University) in 1911/1912. In November of 1913 (a few 
months before his master's examination), he left home (very likely 
he intended to become sanyd) and was reported missing. His 
eldest brother found him in Haridwar (near the Himalayas) and 
brought him home, taunting him that he had run away for fear of 
failing the examination. But Datta said he would receive a 
first class, which in fact he did in 1914 when he passed the 
master's examination in Mixed Mathematics (a course which involved 
pure as well as applied mathematics). 
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Thereafter he was awarded a scholarship to do mathematical 
research at Calcutta University. (He had already written a paper 
before the results of the master's examination were known.) He 
was appointed lecturer in Mixed Mathematics at the University 
Science College, where he taught planetary theory. Later he was 
awarded the Premchand Roychand Scholarship and the Elliot Prize. 
After defending his thesis on hydrodynamics (circa 1920), he 
received the degree of Doctor of Science. 
Datta always retained his religious beliefs and saint-like 
nature. He completed critical studies and reviews of the upani- 
Tads and other philosophical works, always remaining aloof from 
wordly pursuits. So unconcerned was he for personal gain that 
when the Rashbehari Ghosh Professorship of the Science College 
fell vacant and was offered to him, he rejected the honour, say- 
ing: "After a couple of days I shall become sanyasi [and so] I 
have no need for the promotion." However, since no other suitably 
qualified person was available for the post, he took the assign- 
ment and carried out the job successfully for three years without 
accepting any additional allowance [Dutt 1963, 61. 
Throughout his life, Datta was a follower of Shankaracharya, 
the Vedantist, and believed in the visuddha-advaitavada (Pure 
Non-dualism). He was initiated in 1920, and his guru was Swami 
Visnutirtha Maharaja. Throughout his life, Datta never ate meat. 
His serenity was not disturbed by worldly pains and sorrows, not 
even by the death of his father in 1926. 
In 1923, Ganesh Prasad (then Principal of the Central Hindu 
College, Benares) was appointed Hardinge Professor of Higher 
Mathematics at Calcutta University 131. He deserves credit for 
creating interest in the history of mathematics in India. He 
was himself a historian of mathematics, and two of his students, 
A. N. Singh and B. Datta, became pioneers in the history of Hindu 
mathematics. 
Datta's writings in the history of mathematics date from the 
mid-1920s. He delivered an address, "Contribution of the Ancient 
Hindus to Mathematics," to the Allahabad University Mathematical 
Association on December 20, 1927. This was published in Volumes 
I and II of the Association's Bulletin and later became the 
nucleus of Datta's major work (with A. N. Singh), History of Hindu 
Mathema.tics [1935/38]. 
By now Datta had become even more uninterested in the routine 
work of a professional mathematician, and in 1929 he resigned from 
Calcutta University [Jones 1976, 771. However, his retirement was 
brief. In 1931, by special invitation, he delivered the Reader- 
ship Lectures at Calcutta University. Datta states [1932a, viii] 
that he delivered these lectures on "The Science of the Sulba" in 
deference to the wish of his teacher (Professor Ganesh Prasad). 
In April of 1932, he wrote a short review of the edition of 
Siddhanta .!&khara edited by Babua Misra [1932, 5211. 
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But Datta was not anxious to remain at the University, and 
in the Preface (dated July 28, 1932) to Science of the .!Tulba 
[1932a, viii] he writes, "I tender grateful thanks to Mr. A. C. 
Ghatak, Superintendent, and to the staff of Calcutta University 
Press for kindly expediting publication of the book in order to 
help me to go back to my retirement earlier." 
In 1933, at the age of 45, he finally retired from the Uni- 
versity [Dutt 1972, 81. He then became an itinerant wanderer, 
moving here and there, living on the charity of others, and was 
seen at the Dharmasindhu Asram during March of 1934 [Jones 1976, 
77-781. During this period he continued to write on the history 
of mathematics. 
In 1938, Datta took sanyasa [Dutt 1934, 143. As a sanyzsin 
he became known as Swami Vidyaranya. In the same year Part II of 
his History of Hindu Mathematics appeared 141. 
In the last years of his life, Swami Vidyaranya lived mainly 
at Puskara (in Rajasthan). On March 24, 1958, his mother died, 
and his own death followed shortly thereafter, on October 6. 
BIBLIOGRAPHY OF BIBHUTIBHUSAN DATTA 
The work done by B. Datta falls into three distinct categories 
according to subject matter. These three categories--namely, 
Applied Mathematics, History of Mathematics, and Religion and 
Philosophy--also mark the three phases or periods of his work. 
(1) Applied Mathematics 
Datta's papers in this category are devoted to hydrodynamics, 
which was his area of research as a university scholar. As a 
sample we cite his paper, "On the Periods of Vibrations of a 
Straight Vortex Pair," (1921), Proceedings of the Benares Mathe- 
matical Society 3, 13-24. 
These writings, completed before 1925, represent the first 
phase of his work. They are little known and, since they contain 
no historical treatment, we will not list them here. 
(2) History of Mathematics 
This is the most well-known category of Datta's writings. His 
reputation rests mainly on original research in this area. These 
publications date from 1925 to 1947. They are listed below in 
chronological order, with the following abbreviations used: 
AMM 
BCMS 
B.S. 
BSPP 
IHQ 
JA 
JASB 
PBMS 
American Mathematical Monthly. 
Bulletin of the Calcutta Mathematical Society. 
Bengali San (i.e., Bengali Year). 
BangFya Sahitya Parigad Patrika (Calcutta). 
Indian Historical Quarterly (now defunct). 
Jaina Antiquary (Arrah). 
Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal (Calcutta). 
Proceedings of the Benares Mathematical Society. 
L30 
[1925/261 
[1926a] 
11926131 
t1926cl 
[1926/311 
[1927a] 
[1927bl 
E1927cl 
[1927d] 
[1927e] 
[1927fl 
[1927/29] 
[1928a] 
[1928b] 
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"Al-BTrinT and the origin of Arabic numerals," 
PBMS 7/8, P-23. 
"A note on Hindu-Arabic numerals," AMM 33, 220- 
221. 
"Two Aryabhafas of Al-B&&I," BCMS 17, 59-74. 
"Hindu (non-Jaina) values of F," JASB (n.s.1 
22, 25-42. 
"Early literary evidence of the use of zero 
in India," AMM 33, 449-454, and 38, 566-572. 
"On miZa, the Hindu term for 'root,lU AMM 34, 
420-423. 
"On the origin and development of the idea of 
'percent,'W AMM 34, 530-531. 
"Aryabhafa, the author of Gaqita," BCMS 18, 5-18. 
"Early history of the arithmetic of zero and 
infinity in India," BCMS 18, 165-176. 
"The present mode of expressing numbers," IHQ 3, 
530-540. 
"The Hindu method of testing arithmetical opera- 
tions,ll JASB (n-s.) 23, 261-267. 
"Hindu contributions to mathematics ," Bulletin 
of the Allahabad University Mathematical Associa- 
tion, 1, 49-73; 2, l-36. Part one reprinted, 12, 
l-36. 
"The science of calculation by the board," AMM 
35, 520-529. 
"The Hindu solution of the general Pellian equa- 
tion," BCMS 19, 87-94. 
[1928/29al "On Mahavira's solution of rational triangles and 
qvadrilaterals," BCMS 20, 267-294 (1930). 
[1928/29bl "Sabda sar&hyZ pranal?" (The word numeral system) 
(in Bengali), BSPP for B. S. 1335, 8-30. 
[1929al "The Bakhshali mathematics," BCMS 21, l-60. 
11929331 "The Jaina School of mathematics," BCMS 21, 115- 
145. 
[1929cl "The scope and development of Hindu Ganita," IHQ 
5, 479-512. 
[1929d] "A short review of G. R. I&ye, The Bakhshali 
Manuscript--A Study in Mediaeval mathematics 
(Calcutta, 1927)," Bulletin of the American 
Mathematical Society 35, 579-580. 
11929/301 "Aksara sarhkhya pran&"(Alphabetic numeral system) 
(in Bengali), BSPP for B. S. 1336, 22-50. 
[1929/31a] "Origin and history of the Hindu names for geometry,’ 
Quellen und Studien zur Geschichte der Mathematik 
B I, 113-119 (1930). 
[1929/31b] "Geometry in Jaina cosmography," Quellen und Studien 
zur Geschichte der Mathematik B I, 245-254. 
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[1930a] 
[1930b] 
r193oc1 
[1930/31al 
[1930/31b] 
[1930/31cl 
11931al 
[1931bl 
[1931cl 
[1931d] 
[1932a] 
[1932bl 
[1932cl 
[1932d] 
[1932el 
119331 
[1933/341 
[19351 
[1935/361 
[1935/381 
[19361 
119371 
[1938/391 
[19411 
"On the supposed indebtedness of Brahmagupta to 
Chiu-chang Suan-shu," BCMS 22, 39-51. 
"The two BhZskaras," IHQ 6, 727-736. 
"On the Hindu names for rectilinear geometrical 
figures," JASB (n.s.) 26, 283-290. 
"Nama samkhyZ" (Nominal numerals) (in Bengali), 
BSPP for B.S. 1337, 7-27. 
"Jaina sZhitye n&a sa&hya" (Nominal numerals 
in Jaina literature) (in Bengali), BSPP for B.S. 
1337, 28-39. 
"Ailk%% vamato gatih" (in Bengali), BSPF for B.S. 
1337, 70-80. 
"On the origin of the Hindu terms for 'root,"' 
AMM 38, 371-376. 
"The origin of Hindu indeterminate analysis," 
Archeion 13, 401-407. 
"NZrZyana's method for finding approximate value 
of a surd," BCMS 23, 187-194. 
"Early history of the principle of place value," 
Scientia 50, l-12. 
The Science of the &lba. Calcutta 
"Elder xryabhafa's rule for the solution of indeter 
minate equations of the first degree," BCMS 24, 
19-36. 
"Testimony of early Arab writers on the origin of 
our numerals," BCMS 24, 193-218. 
"On the relation of MahZvIra to Sridhara," Isis 
17, 25-33. 
"Introduction of Arabic and Persian mathematics 
into Sanskrit literature," PBMS 14, 7-21. 
"The algebra of N?irsyana," Isis 19, 472-485. 
"&rya Aryabhata and his disciples and followers" 
(in Bengali), BSPP for B.S. 1340, 129-158. 
"Mathematics of Nemicandra," JA 1, 25-44. 
"Aryabhata and the theory of the motion of the 
earth" (in Bengali), BSPP for B.S. 1342, 167-183. 
History of Hindu Mathematics. A Source Book 
(with A. N. Singh). Parts I, II, Lahore, 1935, 
1938. Reprinted as two parts in one, Bombay, 
1962. Part I translated into Hindi by K. S. 
Shukla, Lucknow 1956 (2nd ed. 1963). For Part 
III, see Note [41 below. 
"A lost Jaina treatise on arithmetic," JA 2, 38- 
41. 
"Vedic Mathematics. w In Cultural Heritage of India, 
Vol. III, pp. 378-401, Calcutta. 
"Application of indeterminate analysis to astro- 
nomical problems," Archeion 21, 28-34. 
"Chronology of the history of science in India 
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during XVIth century," Archeion 23, 78-83. 
[1946/471 "Some instruments of ancient India and their 
working," Journal of the Ganganatha Jha Research 
Institute 4, 249-270. 
(3) Philosophy and Religion 
Datta's writings on the historical aspects of Indian philo- 
sophical and religious systems form the third and the last phase 
of his work. They are not widely known (doubtless because they 
are all in Bengali). Two works published posthumously are: 
[1963/66] BhFiqavata-dharmer prF&na itihasa (Ancient History 
of Bhagavata Religion) (in Bengali). 4 vols., 
Calcutta. 
[19721 Advaitavader prZc?na kahin? (Ancient Story of 
Advaita Philosophy) (in Bengali). Vol. I, Calcutta. 
Other parts not published. 
Datta left a work on Jaina philosophy and another on Buddhist 
philosophy in addition to several incomplete essays [Dutt 1963, 
111. 
NOTES 
1. The date of birth as recyrded in the local system is 
Thursday, the 15th of &$ha in Saka 1810 [Dutt 1963, 53, which 
is taken to be the 28th of June, 1888. This Gregorian date of 
birth is also recorded in the list of members of the Cornit 
Internationale d'Histoire des Sciences of May 15, 1931 [Jones 
1976, 781. The citation on a plate included in some of the 
copies of [1963/66] of June 29, a Friday, as Datta's birthdate 
is incompatible with the officially recorded date. 
2. The names of the ten brothers, in order of seniority, 
are: Rebati Raman Dutt, Bhupati Mohan Dutt, Nirode La1 Dutt, 
Binode Behari Dutt (ex-Registrar and Controller of Examinations, 
University of Calcutta), Harihar Dutt, Pramatha Ranjan Dutt, 
Subimal Dutt (former Ambassador to USSR), Sukomal Dutt, Parimal 
Dutt, and Ranjit Dutt. These names have been kindly communicated 
by Professor Bhupal K. Dutt (son of Rsbati Raman). Bibhutibhusan 
wrote the family name as Datta, which is the proper translitera- 
tion. 
3. This was the second time he joined the Calcutta University. 
From 1914 to 1917 he had been the Rashbehari Ghosh Professor of 
Applied Mathematics [Narayan 1939, 1081. 
4. Part III (Geometry, Trigonometry, Calculus, etc.) of the 
History of Hindu Mathematics by Datta and A. N. Singh (died 1954) 
has never been published although more than 40 years have passed 
since the appearance of Part II. The information given by the 
late Binode Bihari Dutt in a personal communication dated Sep- 
tember 11, 1966 (also see his 11963, 12]), that Part III has 
been lost, turned out to be wrong. Manuscripts of Part III exist 
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at Lucknow with Dr. K. S. Shukla [1976, 521 and with the writer 
(R.C.G.) of the present article who received it from (and due 
to kindness of) Dr. S. N. Singh (son of A. N. Singh). It is 
unfortunate that the authors (particularly A.N.S.) could not 
ensure the publication of Part III [Sinvhal 1954, iii], although 
they lived long enough after the appearance of Part II to have 
perhaps done so. It is also unfortunate that when Parts I and 
II were reprinted, no attempt was made to bring the work up to 
date. Part III is expected to appear shortly, in serialized 
form, in the Indian Journal of the History of Science. 
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